Back Talk-Balacing the Books by O\u27Donnell, Jim
Against the Grain 
Volume 30 Issue 1 Article 15 
2018 
Back Talk-Balacing the Books 
Jim O'Donnell 
Arizona State University, jod@asu.edu 
Follow this and additional works at: https://docs.lib.purdue.edu/atg 
 Part of the Library and Information Science Commons 
Recommended Citation 
O'Donnell, Jim (2018) "Back Talk-Balacing the Books," Against the Grain: Vol. 30: Iss. 1, Article 15. 
DOI: https://doi.org/10.7771/2380-176X.8004 
This document has been made available through Purdue e-Pubs, a service of the Purdue University Libraries. 
Please contact epubs@purdue.edu for additional information. 
78 Against the Grain / February 2018 <http://www.against-the-grain.com>
continued on page 77
Back Talk — Balancing the Books
Column Editor:  Jim O’Donnell  (University Librarian, Arizona State University)  <jod@asu.edu>
Chaucer’s Clerk of Oxford was a very learned man and a bibliomaniac besides — he had twenty books all his own! 
You can be sure those books were special to 
him, carefully guarded, repeatedly studied, 
and half-memorized.  He reminds me a little of 
myself as a kid in our house on an army post in 
the desert.  My parents were readers, but there 
still weren’t probably more than a hundred vol-
umes in our house at one time, even counting 
the stream of books checked out from the Post 
Library.  (I still have, and use, my dad’s copy 
of Edward Gibbon, and a few more of those 
parental books besides.)  
Times change.  I own a lot more than a hun-
dred books and I go to (and work in!) hugely 
larger libraries now.  If the digital revolution 
hadn’t intervened, I’d probably own even more 
and our libraries would hold even more.  Now 
the law of supply and demand tells us that as 
supply increases, demand gets attenuated and 
perceived value falls.  So I own books I don’t 
know I own and am surprised to find on my 
shelves.  (Occasionally, I buy what turns out 
to be a duplicate.)
Does that mean I don’t care about books? 
Well, quite the opposite, but numbers matter 
and big numbers matter a lot.  The bigger 
collections get, the less we can pay attention 
to each single volume.  Browsing gets harder 
when there are hundreds and thousands of 
volumes to browse.  When I got to college, 
a collection of three million volumes seemed 
huge; now with 4.5 million at ASU we rightly 
feel middle-sized.
So books have a problem — and it’s not 
a problem arising from the digital revolution. 
Whatever competition there is for attention 
from other and newer media, our books are 
competing with themselves.  How do we keep 
the love alive?
I mean that question seriously, for us 
librarians as librarians.  How do we manage 
our collections and our buildings and our web 
presences in a way that lets us help our readers 
cherish our books — which are really their 
books — to good effect?  I think that the post-
WWII strategy of buying more and more and 
building more and more shelves and crowding 
the field of attention has outlived its usefulness. 
We need to make books, especially printed 
books, special again.
At Arizona State University, with the 
support of the Andrew W. Mellon Foun-
dation, we have a plan.  We’re beginning a 
huge renovation of our largest stack tower, 
the 1966-built Charles Trumbull Hayden 
Library.  (Hayden was the founder of Tempe, 
AZ, and the father of Arizona’s first congress-
man, the redoubtable Carl Hayden.)  When 
we come back to the refreshed building in a 
couple of years, it will have space for about 
300,000 volumes out of our collection of 4.5 
million items.  (That number is a bit of a guess, 
but should let us showcase approximately half 
of our humanities collection.  Discovery tools 
and enhanced physical delivery will put the 
rest in the hands of our users.)  How will we 
help those books to stay alive and vital and 
visible, not letting them just become visual 
background noise, wallpaper, or furniture for 
students who know no other source of wisdom 
than their “devices”?  
We first started playing with these ideas 
a couple of years ago, when we hosted an 
exhibition by the contemporary artist Michael 
Mandiberg, who had downloaded the com-
plete contents of Wikipedia and formatted them 
for printing.  We worked with him to print a 
hundred or so (of the many thousands!) of the 
volumes and displayed them against wallpa-
per that gave outlines of hundreds more.  We 
wanted to make users think about print.  So as 
we go into renovation, we’re (almost) ready to 
take our adventures further.
First of all, we’re bringing our special col-
lections exhibits and reading room down from 
the back of the top floor to the main floor, with 
an open reading room and a traditional closed 
space beyond.  We want students coming into 
the building to do their calculus homework 
to see things, things that suggest that there’s 
more to the world than they’ve assumed, with 
things they can get to inspect, work with, and 
cherish.  The open reading room will empha-
size our region and our communities, a “greater 
Arizona” that stretches from San Diego to 
Taos, from Monument Valley to Guaymas, 
and has been home to 
many different kinds 
of communities over 
thousands of years.  
The building will, 
of course, be full of 
work and study and 
group study spaces and what we’ve been call-
ing “wizard spaces” for technology-assisted 
places of investigation and creation.  The top 
floor, though, will offer users the quiet and 
private space they regularly demand, and 
there they will find some almost traditional 
stacks.  Most of the books in the building will 
be there (to be sure, there will be some other 
provocative pockets of presence for them), 
and the atmosphere will say “Library.”  But 
what books?  Arranged how?  There for what 
purposes?  How often refreshed?
Answering those questions is the work 
we’re doing now to be ready for the reopening 
in 2020.  We have some hunches:  (1) Don’t 
be a slave to call-number ordering.  LC call 
numbers represent a single taxonomy of knowl-
edge from long ago.  Set books free from that 
arrangement and let them talk to each other 
and to users in unexpected ways.  (2) Make 
the setting attractive — mix higher shelf 
ranges with lower, give people space, don’t be 
afraid to have enough room for the books to 
show off.  (And gosh, might we start keeping 
some dust jackets for them?  Is our history of 
destroying publishers’ best effort to help the 
volume speak for itself such a good thing?) 
(3) Refresh the “merchandise.”  This will cost 
some money and effort, but we expect to find 
ways to cycle books through the in-building 
displays, so that users will see something dif-
ferent every few weeks or months — and pause 
to look at what’s there.  (4) Above all, engage 
the users.  We think we can do a much better 
job of building relevant and engaging and 
inclusive collections if we find the right way 
to make the physical collection continuously 
reflect input, both passive and active, from our 
users.  Passive input is what we record from 
their in-building use and checkouts, active will 
come from focus groups, surveys, ongoing 
committees, and the engagement of our col-
lections staff.  (And one more thought:  can we 
take the “sorting shelves” and move them up 
front?  Call attention to them Amazon-like as 
our “best sellers”?  Most libraries I know have 
hidden those shelves in a back corner, for all 
that power users know that they’re the most 
sincere evidence available of what people in 
our community are reading now.)
My colleague and lead on the Mellon grant, 
AUL Lorrie McAllister, and I spoke about this 
project at the Charleston Conference last fall 
and we’re building a network of colleagues 
at other institutions interested in what we’re 
doing and in the analogous things they’re doing 
and thinking of doing.  We welcome contact 
with anyone with ideas that can help us make 
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for our users the print collections that they find in our buildings (even-
tually we have seven locations to think about in this way) into a source 
of inspiration and a sustaining resource and tool for success.  Let us 




                   ACI Information Group, LLC
10 Potter Hill Road 
Guilford, CT  06437 
www.aci.info
officers:  Larry Schwartz, President
key Products and services:  Newstex News & Commentary Blog 
Index, blog feed service
core markets/clientele:  Corporate and government markets, 
content resellers 
numBer of emPloyees:  ACI Information Group is a private company.
history and Brief descriPtion of your comPany/PuBlish-
ing Program:  For over a decade, ACI Information Group has been 
one of the world’s leading aggregators of authoritative content.  ACI’s lead-
ing product, the Newstex News & Commentary Blog Index, a blog feed 
service, offers easy access to thousands of online publications written by 
industry insiders and thought leaders across a range of disciplines.
Formerly Newstex, the company changed its name to ACI Information 
Group in 2015.
is there anything else that you think Would Be of inter-
est to our readers?  ACI’s Newstex News & Commentary Blog In-
dex is a blog feed service available to corporations and resellers, as well 
as to libraries as a licensed feed.  
ACI’s Scholarly Blog Index, the library end-user product, has been dis-
continued.
                Otto Harrassowitz GmbH & Co. KG
Kreuzberger Ring 7b-d 
65205 Wiesbaden  Germany 
Phone:  +49 (0)611 530 0 
Fax:  +49 (0)611 530 560 
www.harrassowitz.de
officers:  Friedemann Weigel – Managing Partner, Director of Sales. 
Ruth Becker-Scheicher – Managing Partner, Director of Accounting.  Nadja 
Dorn-Lange – Managing Partner, Human Resources & Publisher Relations.
association memBershiPs, etc.:  ALA, EDItEUR, IFLA, MLA, Mu-
sic Library Association, NASIG, NISO, UKSG.
key Products and services:  Comprehensive range of high-quality 
acquisitions and collection development support for the following types of 
resources: subscriptions, standing orders, approval plans, monographs, 
music scores, and databases.
core markets/clientele:  Academic and research libraries.
numBer of emPloyees:  185
history and Brief descriPtion of your comPany/PuBlish-
ing Program:  Established in 1872, HARRASSOWITZ has been serving 
libraries around the world for almost 150 years.
A trusted partner to libraries and publishers world-wide, we deliver in-
dustry-leading, tailored services empowering them to fulfill their vital role 
supporting the world´s teaching, learning and research.  Our core values 
of trust, respect, teamwork and reliability, inspire us to anticipate our cus-
tomers’ needs and exceed their expectations.
is there anything else that you think Would Be of inter-
est to our readers?  Our customers consistently identify us as an 
industry leader in terms of the quality, accuracy and speed of our customer 
service and often refer to our service as the Gold Standard in information 
supply. 
In 2017, HARRASSOWITZ Has Been Named One of “1000 Companies to 
Inspire Europe” by the London Stock Exchange Group.  To be included in 
the report, companies needed to show consistent revenue growth over a 
minimum of three years as well as the ability to out-perform their peers.
And They Were There
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Navigating Research: Do scholarly resources still meet users’ 
needs? — Presented by Patricia Hudson (Moderator, Oxford 
University Press);  David Tyckoson (California State University, 
Fresno);  Simon Pawley (Oxford University Press) 
 
Reported by Alicia Willson-Metzger  (Christopher Newport 
University)  <awillson@cnu.edu>
Pawley summarized the findings of an Oxford University Press 
study published in the white paper Navigating Research: How academic 
users understand, discover, and utilize reference resources.  Research 
methodology consisted of in-depth interviews with librarians, faculty, 
and students; UK and U.S. librarians interviewed were then surveyed to 
augment interview responses.  Some chief findings: patrons do not seek 
basic factual information in reference resources, and instead turn to famil-
iar resources such as Wikipedia.  Patrons at all levels require guidance in 
finding relevant resources for interdisciplinary research.  Discoverability 
is central to resources being used.  Connecting users to relevant reference 
content is a continuing challenge. 
Tyckoson provided a “real world” look at the implications of this 
study in the Cal State-Fresno Library.  He examined reference collec-
tion usage by frequency and used this information to inform reference 
weeding decisions.  Promoting reference use is key to patron engagement 
with the collection.  Include reference works in the library’s discovery 
system; circulate reference sources.  While most sources will not be used, 
the “best” resources will be.  It is important to weed.  Develop a retention 
policy and note retention guidelines for library staff in the catalog.
This informative session was as described in the conference program.  
That’s all the reports we have room for in this issue.  Watch for 
more reports from the 2017 Charleston Conference in upcoming 
issues of Against the Grain.  Presentation material (PowerPoint 
slides, handouts) and taped session links from many of the 2017 
sessions are available online.  Visit the Conference Website at www.
charlestonlibraryconference.com. — KS
